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ABSTRACT

GERMAN SPECIAL OPERATIONS IN THE 1944 ARDENNES OFFENSIVE
by MAJ Jefficy Jarkowsky, USA, 145 pages.

This study is a historical analysis of the German special operations conducted in support of
their overall Ardennes offensive. It focuses on the two major special operations of the
German offensive, Operations "Gre# " and "Stoesser." Operation Grey was the German
attempt to inrfitrate a commando unit behind American lines disguised as American
soldiers. Operation Stoesser, the last German airborne operation of the war, was designed
to secure a key cross-roads behind American lines.

These special operations failed because of faulty plannixag inadequate preparation, and a
lack of coordination between the special and conventional forces. These problems,
exacerbated by a lack of preparation time, resulted in a pair of ad-hoc units that were
improperly manned, trained and equipped. As a result, the special operations units were
unable to accomplish their primary missions, although the operations were characterized by
boldness, initiatihv, and improvisation.

This study examines the strategic setting, planning, preparations, and conduct of these
operation, as well as their impact on the overall campaign. This study also examines the
key lessons-learned that can be derived from both operations. Lastly, the study explores
the implications of these lessons for the U.S. military of today.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

It was December 16th, 1944. The German offensiw had just exploded along the

entire Ardetnes front. American vehicles clogged the Belgian roads as they streamed

westward. A jeep, one many, crawled down the hill leading to Huy, Belgium, its gears

straining to maintain its slow pace behind the cohumn of American trucks. The four

soldiers in the jeep strained to see the bridge that spanned the Meuse River. They also

looked for a spot where they could pull out of the long, retreating convoy. Soon, they

found it.

Sergeant Rhode directed the driver to pull into a stretch of grassland right along

the river, near the bridge. The radio operator contacted their base and relayed their vital

message. They had reached the Meuse. Sergeant Rhode and his team had reached their

assigned target Their mission was to conduct a rce of the Meuse Riv bridge

at Huy, Beloimn for the advancing Sixth Panzer Army. Far from being Grs, the four

soldiers were members of a Gennan special operations unit, the Stielau Commando

Company. They had successfully infiltrated almost 75 miles behind American lines to

reach their target, which was a linch-pin in the German operational attack plans. They

were conducting what U.S. Army spal operations doctrine today calls "special

re~onnaissance." This team, howeve, was only a small part of a large and complex series

of operations conducted by the German military during the Second World War's "Battle of

the Bulge."1I

AlIng the Ardenmes front and in its depths, Getman special operations units

infiltrated American lines, maneuvered combat vehicles, and parachuted into the rear areas.



Their goal was to support and to assist the offensive and help achimv its success.

Ultimately, the German offensive failed. But what of these unique and special missions,

did they fail too? What was their impact on the campaign? Whc were these special units,

what where their missions, and what did they really do? What can we learn from them?

A shroud of myth, confusion, and distortion still surrounds these units and their

operations. Valuable insights and lessons remain hidden under this cloak. The goal of this

study is to lift the fog and to bring forth the important lessons of these operations.

Successful special operations require detailed planning, thorough preparation of units, and

mutual coordination among the organiations involved.

My thesis is that the German special operations conducted during the WW II

Ardennes Offensive, "WachtAm Rhein," were a failure because of faulty planning,

inadequate preparation, and a lack of coordination between special and conventional

forces. Thes problems, exacerbated by a lack of preparation time, resulted in a pair of ad-

hoc units that were improperly manned, equipped, and trained, and that suffered from

confused command and control. However, despite these handicaps, the special operations

forces still achieved a positive impact on the campaign resulting from a combination of the

use of boldness, initiative, and improvisation.

This study is a historical analysis of the German special operations conducted

during the German offensive code-named "Wwach Am Rhein" (Watch on the Rhein). The

intent of the thesis is to illuminate this specific subject and to provide a consolidated,

focused source outlining these operations. Unfortunately, this topic is not adequately

addressed in full detail in any one single source. Although there are numerous works

concerning the Battle of the Bulge, as it became known to the American side, they do not

address ti specific subject in great detail Also no source analyzes these operations in

order to determine pertinent, historical lessons. Most importantly, no source links the
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wealth of valuable experience from those operations to the current U.S. Army and ias

special operations forces and doctrine.

This the•s will analyze the planning, conduct, and impact of these special

operations in relation to the laMer overall capain they spported The analysis will

describe the specifics of the operations and their outcomes. It will focus on identifying

"lessons-learned" from these operations and applying them to the U.S. Army of today.

This thesis will seek to answer the prinary question: "What are the lessons-

learned from the German special operations conducted in support of WachtAm Rhein?

The thesis will provide an organized and analytical account of the Genman special

operations from the perspective of a recal operator. It will describe the missions, the

units, and the leaden. It will present a mission analysis of their assigned tasks.

Additionally, it will show the interface between these operations and the overall campai,

and where they stood in the "big picture." It will trac- the conduct of the operations and

their mipact on the Jarger campaign, and highlight their successes and failures, and their

a mths. Finally, and most hiportantly, the thesis will derive and present the key

lesons-lamned of these operations. It will link them to current U.S. Army special

operations doctrine with a view to providing a "tool" to aid planning and conducting. and

perhaps combatting future special operations.

My analysis will show that adequate resources must be available for planning,

organizing. equipping. and training special operations forces properly and for coordinating

with the other units or services involved. Also, I will show that special operations must not

be conducted in a vacuumn, but rather must be integrated into the overall campaign in order

to successl achieve the campaig objectives.

This thesis is limited to the Gerian special operations conducted during their

Ardennes Offensive, specifically Operations "GreW and "Stower, * as the canmag's

conmando and airborne operations were respectively called. It will cover the larger
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Ardenmes campaign only to put the special operations into perspective and to show their

contributions to, and integration into, the offensive. Likewise, the American reactions to

the operations will be addressed only to illustrate the degree of success of these missions.

'r thesis will introduce and explain curent U.S. Army special operations doctrine only in

the amount necssmay to fully undersand the lesons-learned, and give the reader an

apprciation on how to apply these lessons in the future for both spoci or comnentional

opeations.

The thesis is broken down into seven chapters, with each chapter building upon

the previous one. This chapter will outline the thesis and its goals and will briefly describe

special operations. Chapter 2, Setting the Stage, will show the reader where and how the

special operations conducted fit into the "big picture" of the German campaign. This

chapter will trace the genesis of the special operations missions. It will give the reader an

idea of the time-line involved, the nature of the German military crisis, and the status of the

opposing forces at the time of the battle. Chapter 3, Special Operations Plmanning, will

focus on the specific planning for the German special operations missions. It will provide a

mission analysis of the special tasks and describe how the operations supported the overall

campaign plan.

Chapter 4, Special Operation Preparation, will outline how the special operations

units were organize trained, and equipped in preparation for their special missions.

Chapter 5, Conduct of Operations, wil focus on the actual execution of the operations. It

will desaie the sequence of activities and analyze the overall succes or failure of the

mission, and their impact on the campaign. Chapter 6, Lessons-Learned, will identify and

analyze the lessons-learned that can be deiv0d from these operations. Chapter 7,

Conclusion, will discuss the significance of the operations and the lessons-learned, and

apply them to current U.S. Army special opcrations. Finally, bibliographical notes will
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address the utiy of the sources used for the preparation of the thesis. A chronology and a

glooay are provided to assist the reader.

Special operations are unique, high-risk, high-payoff missions conducted in an

unconventional and often covert manner by specialy selected, ancd, and equipped unts,

usually behind enemy lines They require accurate, timely, and precise intelligence, and

thorough, detailed planning for success. They may be conducted unilatmeay, or in support

of a larger, conventional campaign, but their success or failure can often have significant

strategic and operational impact When conducted in conjunction with or as a part of an

overall cmpaign, the special operations must be closely integrated and coordinated with

the actions of the conventional operations in order to achieve the campaign objectives.

U.S. Army doctrine defines Special Operations (SO) as follows:

Special Operations are actions conducted by specially organized, trained, and
equipped military and paramilitary force to achieve military, political, economic,
or psychological objectives by non-conventional means in hostile, denied, or
politically sensitw areas. Special operations usually differ from conventional
operations in their degree of risk, -erational tcchnqe mode of employment,
independence firom fliendly support, and dependence upon operational intelligence
and indigenous asseft. 2

Like most elements of the art of war, successful special operations are founded

upon several underlying and time-teste fundamentals. Current U.S Army doctrine

codifies these ,Amcepts as the "Special Operations Imperatives," which "special operations

formes (SOF) operators must incorporate into their mission planning and execution if they

are to use their forces effective." 3 Briefly, thes imperative are:

1. Understand the operational environment

2. Reognize political implications.

3. Facilitate interagency activities.

4. Engage the threat discriminate.

5. Consider long-term effects.



6. Ensure legitimacy and credibility of SO aciviies.

7. Anticipate and control psychological ects.

8. Apply capabilities indirectly.

9. Develop multiple options.

10. Ensure long-term sustainment.

11. Provide sufficient intelligence.

12. Balanc security and synchronization. 4

Additionally, the U.S. Military special operations forces recognize several tenants

that underlay succefu special operatioms forces. These are known as the "SOF Truths"

and are widely adopted within the current U.S. special operations community.5 The

following "SOF Truths" provide the framework upon which effectiw SOF units are built:

1. Humans are more important than hardware.

2. Quality is better than quantity.

3. Special Operations Forces cannot be mass produced.

4. Competent Special Operations Forces cannot be created after cmerencie
occur.

These "truths," in conjunction with the Specl, Operations imperatives, and the

So acceptd Principles of War, form the foundation of U.S. Army speci

operation doctrine. An understanding of the basic elements of this doctrine will serve to

highlight the Gemm special operation's successes and failures in a manner that has

relevance for the military profession of today. The German special operations failures can

be directly linked to the violation or disregard of scvea of the SO Imperatives and

"*Truths" listed, previously.

This study is of importance for the spci operator and the convetional warrior

alike. Special operations, like air or naval operations, are a fundamental element of the
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U.S. Mfikwaýs joint warfighing philosophy. All members of our minamy must understand

how to plan, interatp , and conduct the types of oper-aons. Hopefully, an appreciation

of the lessons-learned presented in this study wil pevent them from being re-learned the

hard way on some distant battlefield of the future.
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CHAPTER 2
SETTING THE STAGE

"I have just made a momentous decision. I shall go over to the counter-attack;

that is to say - here, out of the Ardenmes, with the objective - Antwerpr" With a sweep of

his hand, Adolf Hitler had just laid the foundation for the German counter-offensive that

would become more familiaty known as the "Battle of the Bulge." The German generals

and field marshals surrounding the large situation map in the Fuehrer Headquarters (FHQ)

"war-room" were momentarily sturned, and with good reason. Assembled at Hitler's

military headquarters, the "Wolfs lair," they had only moments before heard the all too

fakiliar litany of reverses and losses briefed by Generaloberst Alfred Jodl, the

Oberkommando der Wermacht (OKW) Chief of Staff. The fortunes of war were not

looking favorable for Germany on that 16th day of September 1944.

Strategically, the Gemanm were on the rum. The Allied advance across western

Europe following the breakout from Normandy had carried right to the vaunted "West

Wall' defenses of Germanys border. American units had already penetrated on to German

so'l near Aachen. On the Rumsian front, the Soviet summer offensve had crosed into East

Pftssa. Allied strategic bombing was crippling German industry and devastating her cities.

The once mighty Axis alliance was falling apart, as one by one Gemany's allies, saw an

isolated Japan, defected, surrendered, or were over-run. German losses in men and

material were tremendous, and worse, non-recoverable. Combined German military losses

during June, July, and August totaled at least 1,200,00 dead, wounded, and missing.2

Everywhere the German military was on the defensive. It was a period of crisis, and of

desperation, for Germany.
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With this back-drop in mind, Hitler would try one last gamble: a surprise attack

upon the ,tmexpecting Allies on the Western Front Hider was belting that a successful

operational-level offensive in the west would have strategic results. The stakes were:

staving off defeat just long enough for the German secret weapons to turn the tide of the

war, or the destruction of the last remnants of German combat power and the hastening of

her defeat

The operational situation of the Allies in the west actually presented the

conditions that would favor a large-scale enemy counter-offensive. Although advancing

ceaselessly throughout August and into September, the Allied armies were on the verge of

outrunning their supply lines. The "Broad Front" strategy of the Allies already had the

advancing army groups competing for supplies. Strains within the alliance, though

personality driven, were emerging. The German West Wall defense, the infamous

Siegfried Line, would serve to fix and hold the Allies as they gathered their strength over

the winter months.

By November of 1944, the Allies had reached their operational culminating

point The beginning of December, the originally planned start-time for the German

offens•v, saw the Allied amies settled into a static front, positioned along or astride the

West Wall. Although limited offensive operations were continuing, by and large, the Allies

were gathering their strength for a full scale resumption of their offensive in the coming

months. They expeeW the Germans to attempt a defense of the West Wall coupled with

the usual local counterattacks. They did not anticipate a full scale counter-offensive,

especially in the Ardennes area.

The German operational situation, though bleak, offered the glimmer of a brief

respite by November 1944. German Army units had ben in full retreat across the occupied

countries since late July. However, now they were on German soil, and fighting for

Geman survival. Throughout the battered ranks this was well understood, as German
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fighting spirit began to stiffen. Furthermore, the recent German success in Holland, where

they defeated the Market Garden attacks, and the American repulse in the bloody Hurtgen

Forest fighting, reduced the sense of shock from the grea German rout of August.

Perhaps most importantly, the German Army had fallen back on its lines of

communication, and had occupied excellent defensive terrain along the German border.

Additionally, there was the "West WaiL" Although the much vaunted Siegfried Line was a

mere shell of its former self by November of 1944, it did present a formidable obstacle to

the advancing Allies.

As German Army units settled into their aging bunkers, just a step ahead of the

Allies, their High Command steeled themselves for a defense of the West Wall. They

would defend for as long as possible, attempt to rebuild their depleted strength, and delay

what was now considered the inevitable - defeat Coupled with the Allied over-extension

and pause at the border, the German defensive activity brought a quiet along the line of

opposing Armies. By December, the area of the Ardennes could be called a "Ghost

Front", as both sides settled in for a long, cold winter. Both German and American Armies

alike viewed the Ardennes as a quie nonvital sector, where troops could be rotated in for a

stretch of rest in the Wermachts case, or for seasoning of green units in the case of the

Americans.

The prevailing weather and terrain of the Ardeunes both aided this mutual

impasse. The winter Ardennes weather could be expected to be unfavorable for large-scale

operations. Extremely cold weather and wet conditions would make life miserale for

soldiers. Snow, sleet, or freezing rain could be anticipated almost every other day.

Overcast skies were normal, and fog was not uncommon. If the ground was not frozen

solid and covered with snow, then it was a quagmire of mud. The winter of 1944 would be

one of the coldest Europe was to see for yeaws, and secret German weather stations

forecast a period of cold, fog, and low clouds for December.
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The terrain was equally challenging. The Ardennes is an area of deise,

coniferous forests traversed by several ranges of low mountains and hills. Although hills

and trees predominate, the terrain is interspersed with the fields of local farmers. Several

water courses crisscross the region. Most are characterized by steep gorges and banks, and

deep, swift waters. An extremely limited and restrictive road network serves to link the

numerous towns and villages that dot the area. In essence, the Ardennes is rigged

country. Th. -prevailing weather and terrain would serve to negate the

tremendous American advantages of overwhelming air power and masses of material.

Conditions in the Ardennes, at once, would offer the Germans the conditions for a

stubborn defense, and the possilbiity of a surprise attack.

They had done it before. The German Army had swept through the Ardennes

unexpectedly in June of 1940 during the invasion of France. Perhaps it was this that put

the idea in Adolf Hitler's head. Hider obviously saw the inevitable defeat of Germany,

given its current situation. His strategic concept. a bold, unexpected offensive that would

split the advancing American and British Army Groups on the ground, and also split what

Hider saw as a strained Anglo-American political alliance. The goal was to delay the Allied

advance and enable Germany to apply the power of her "Wonder Weapons" against the

enemy. It was reasoned that this might result in a negotiated peace in the west, allowing

Gemiany to tam her full might eastward for the ensuing defeat of Russia.

The sleepy Ardennes front offered the ideal spot. The American sector was very

lightly held as green units were stretched thin defending over-extended frontages. The

Allies would never expect a major attack in the Ardennes as the sector was not considered

favorable for a large-scale offensive. Besides, most intelligence reports indicated that the

German Army was beaten, and not capable of an attack. The Americans were thinking

"-Rome by Chzistmas."
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The plan conceived by Hitler and his staff was deceptively simple. Under the

cover of darkness and poor weather, the Germans would launch a massive surprise attack

at the weakest point in the Allied lines - the center of the Ardennes. The main effort

would penetrate the center of the line and reach for operational objectives, while

supporting attacks were made on the flanks to hold the shoulders of the breakthrough, fix

allied forces, and protect the flanks. Within the main effort, attacking infantry divisions

would first create the penetration of American lines. Then, operational-level "forward

detachments" would race forward through the gaps to secure deep objectives to ensure the

unhindered advance of the main attack

These critical objectives took the form of the Meuse river bridges. The main

body panzer formations would pass through these detachments and then continue the

attack to the decisive objective - Antwerp.3 One key problem existed; the Meuse bridges

were almost seventy-five miles behind Amencan lines. Surely, the Americans would react

and deny use of the bridges through destruction or defense before the forward detachments

might get to them, or counterattack the exposed flanks of the penetration.

The solution was unconventional and equally as bold as the offensive itself- a

pair of operations to snatch the bridges right from under the American's noses, and block

American reinforcements. German special operation forc would operate ahead of the

army forward detachments to seize the critical crossings intact, before the stunned

defenders could react. They would hold the bridges long enough to hand them over to the

forward detachments. Airborne troops would parachute in at night behind the lines to seize

key crossroads to block the expected American counterattacks.

The entire plan was constucted on a delicate time-line. Speed was all important to the

success of each part of the operation. The offensive had to reach its initial objectives

before the Allies could react. Likewise, achieving itial surprise was equally critical.

Although many senior German leaders had their doubts about the entire operation, this
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offensive could presumably change the course of the war.4 The idea of employing special

operations to support Wacht Am Rhein also sprang from Adolf i-tter.

Several issues motivated Hitler to consider the special operations that were to support the

offenive. Most important was the of operational necessity. The Meuse River was the

most formidable water obstacle between the offensives's jumping off points and the

decisive operational objective. A major, and unfordable watercourse, it posed a natural

line of defense that a withdrawing army could rally upon and renew its strength, and use to

delay an advancing opponent. In the sumrmer of 1940, the assault crossing of this river was

a major event for the Germans in their first offensive through this area. It would take time

to cross this river, which was over seventy miles behind the front-lines.

Despite the most rapid German advance, the Americans would have adequate

time to defend, and very likely, destroy the bridges over the Meuse before the armored

spearheads could hope to reach them. The tempo of the offensive was fast paced, and the

operational objectives would have to be seized within a week so that the Allies could not

effectively react It was vital to capture the Meuse crossings intact in order to maintain the

momentum of the attack. A delay at the river could spell disaster for the offensive.

Additionally, the strong American forces pushing eastward in the Aachen sector posed the

threat of immediate counterattack from the north. Delaying this counterattack would allow

the, spearbeads to reach the Meuse unimpeded.

Another reason for considering the employment of special operations were the

precedents established by the Germans earlier in the war. Special operations forces had

been used several times to conduct deep operations in pursuit of operational campaign

objectives. The seizure of the Belgian fortress of Eben Emael is an excellent example of

this technique. In May of 1940, a glider-borne commando detachment swooped down on

the "impregnable" fortress in a surprise air assault operation ahead of the main German
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forces. The commandos, members of an elite special military unit, the Brandenburgers,

paved the way for the conventional spearhead to continue its attack unimpeded.

The small force of 86 men had accomplished a task which had significant

operational-level impact Likewise, Hitler and the German military witnessed the Allies

employ just this sort of tactic successfully against them in almost every campaign of the

war. The month previous to the formulation of the offensive plans, September 1944, saw

the concept caried to the extreme as the Allies attempted to size the multiple bridges that

lay in the path of the British XXX Corps' advance during the airborne phase of Operation

Market-Garden.

Additionally, up through October of 1944, elements of the German military had

displayed a certain flair for conducting unorthodox, unilateral, strategic-level special

operations as welL Of the most notable German special operations, it is of no small

coincidence that a certain Otto Skorzeny was involved in them. The successf and

dramatic rescue of Benito Mussolini from atop the Gran Sasso in Italy, the daring, but

costly, airborne raid to capture Marshall Tito in Bosnia, and the abduction of Admiral

Horthys son in order to keep Hungary in the war on Germany's side, all serve to illustrate

Gemany's ability to conduct unique special operations when the situation warranted such

an approach. Countless other smaller and less significant special operations were

conducted by the Germans against both the Allies and the Soviets. Bold and daring, often

conducted aganst the odds, the reports of these operations never failed to tnhill Hitler and

capture his imagination. So did the apparent American use of special operations teams in

the recent successful operations to seize Aachen, Germany, just that October.

German itelligence had reported to Hitler that operatives of the American Office

of Strategic Services (OSS) had conducted operations during the advance to that city

clothed and posing as German soldiers. 5 This and similar operations of the American OSS

and the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) did not go unnoticed by German
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intelligence services nor Hidler. Hider, always enamored with secret weapons and daring

operations, and always willing to go *tit-for-tat" with the enemy, grasped the potential

utility that such covert forces offered.

A force operating be~ind enemy lines in the guise of the enemy presented

numerous opportunities to have an impact on the defenders out of ail proportion to their

size. This coupled with more orthodox paratroop operations might also be a useful

economy of force measure against the numerically and materially superior Allies. Although

the ultimate success or failure of the offensive would not hinge upon the special operations,

they would offer the potential for greatly increasing its probability of success.

Finally, one last reason for attempting the special operations existed. For

Germany, this was a time of desperation. WachtAm Rhein was a military gamble with

very high stakes. The survival of Germany was at risk, and every resource that could be

marshalled and thrown at the Allies was required in order to ensure a winning hand. It was

hoped by Hitler that the unfolding German special operations would be one of the needed

wild-cards.
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